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The recent El Nino event in Galapagos started in October 1982 when sea surface temperatures climbed 
rapidly (Smith 1983). The heavy rains began in the following month. On Wolf Island, for example, the first 
heavy rain fell on November 9 (Koster and Koster 1983), on Genovesa it probably fell between November 
15 and 20 (D. Day, pers. comm.) and by the end of the month all major islands were wet. The rains 
continued throughout the archipelago into the middle of 1983. The last heavy rain fell on San Cristobal on 
July 13, on Santa Cruz on July 17 and on Genovesa on July 21. 
The length of the rainy period (8 months) and the amount of rain that fell exceeded all previous records for 
the Gallipagos. 
Rainfall records have been kept continuously at the Charles Darwin Research Station since 1965. These 
reveal that in none of the preceding 18 years had as much rain fallen in November and December: this last 
El Nino began exceptionally early. In none of the prece_ding 18 years had as much rain fallen in the months 
April to July: it ended exceptionally late. And in none of the comparable periods, November to July 
inclusive, had as much rain fallen together. The previous maximum was 888mm in 1974-75, but in the 
recent period 3528mm was recorded, nearly four times as much. 
The same story is told everywhere in the archipelago. The highlands were deluged with rain, on Floreana 
(Cruz and Beach 1983) as well as on Santa Cruz. Genovesa received 2408mm, whereas we had never 
recorded more than 200mm since we first began t~king rainfall records there in 1978. Genovesa was 
different from Santa Cruz in one respect. The wettest month on Santa Cruz was May, but on Genovesa 
July, the last month, was the wettest. In fact the heaviest rain fell in the last 24 hour period of the rainy 
season. The total, 153mm, seems small though in comparison with the 254mm registered on Santa Fe on 
December 17, 1982 in only 20 hours (Laurie 1983). 
Just how exceptional was the rainfall during the recent El Nino event, or the El Nino - SOl/them 
Oscillation (ENSO) to give it its modern label (Philander 19837) Apart from records on Baltra in the years 
1943-45, the earliest rainfall records in the archipelago date back to only 1950 when a weather station was 
established at Puerto Bacquerizo Moreno on San Cristobal (Grant and Boag 1980). Records were kept 
continuously until 1967, erratically thereafter, but, fortunately, fully during the recent El Nino event. 
Previous events had occurred in 1953, 1957-58, 1965, 1972-73 and 1975. From records on both San 
Cristobal and Santa Cruz it is clear that none of these events was as severe, in terms of rainfall, as the 
recent one. The previous strongest was in 1952-53 when 1399mm fell in the November - July period; in 
1982-83 the total was 3648mm. 
Prior to 1950 we can only make guesses about the severity of the wet seasons. Rainfall records at Ancon on 
the Santa Elena peninsula of the Ecuadorian mainland show that, in the interval 1925-1980, 1939 was the 
wettest year, followed by 1925; from several reports it seems likely that these two years were the wettest 
ones in the first-half of the century (Grant 1984). This is a rough guide as to what Galapagos might have 
experienced too, because the rains at Ancon and Galapagos vary in parallel (Grant 1984). And we have Alf 
Kastdalen's opinion that it was wetter on Santa Cruz in 1939 than in any other year in the period 1935 to 
1965, which of course included the outstanding El Nino year of 1953 (Kastdalen 1982). 
The question is whether more rain fell in 1925 and 1939 on the Galapagos than in the recent El Nino event. 
Bya fortunate coincidence biologists visited Galapagos in each of the three wettest years preceding in the 
recent event: William Beebe in 1925, David Lack in 1939 and Robert Bowman in 1953. Nothing they wrote 
hints at such extreme conditions as those prevailing in 1983. Bowman (1961, pp. 9-10) briefly mentioned 
the El Nino event of 1953, but only described the climate in a "normal" year. Lack (1947) did not even 
mention the event of 1939. Rain began to fall in late December 1938 and ended in late February 1939. 
There was no rain on the coast of Santa Cruz between February 20 and April 1 when Lack departed (Lack 
1950). The unusually heavy rains that fell in 1939 (Kastdalen 1982) were therefore either restricted to the 
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first eight weeks, or else resumed in April or May after a hiatus of at least five weeks. A temporary 
cessation is quite common (Grant and Boag 1980); for example in the recent event February was the driest 
month. But these reports do not suggest that the rains in 1939 rivalled those in 1983. 
How about 1925? Beebe (1924, 1926) visited the islands in 1923 and 1925, and was thus able to compare 
their appearance in years of different rainfall. The log of the vessel Arcturus makes frequent reference to 
rain falling in April 1925. For example, an entry on April 8 reads: "Rain in the afternoon and showers in 
the evening. Nothing like this three [actually two!] years ago." (Beebe 1926, p. 398). Clearly, extensive 
rains were experienced in the Galapagos in 1925, for a pond half a mile in length was seen on Espanola. But 
from other entries in the log it is also clear that conditions were not as wet as in 1983. In April 1925 masked 
boobies had chicks on Espanola, and on Genovesa the breeding offrigate-birds, boobies, gulls and noddy 
terns was observed. In contrast, by the month by April in 1983 all these species except frigate-birds had 
abandoned breeding on those islands and elsewhere (R.L. Curry and M. Jones, pers. comm.). 
Oceanographic conditions off the coast of Peru in 1982-83 have been described as the most extreme of the 
century (Kerr 1983). We sball never be able to prove it, but it seems likely that rainfall conditions on the 
Galapagos were also the most extreme of the century. 
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PosbIcript: The Kastdolenfamily luzve since been interviewed and confirm that the 1982-83 rainfall was much 
the highest in their long experience. Their creek flowed 40 times compared with 14 times in 1939, their 
previous wettest year. 
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